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Images of the Cold War—etched in
our national memory—are images of
the missile silos, bomb shelters and
“duck and cover drills” that once

impacted daily American life. The Minuteman
Missile was one of the country’s most important
Cold War weapons, and many historic preserva-
tionists are looking to provide future generations
with a physical reminder of that time. 

Minuteman Background
More than 1,000 Minuteman ICBM (inter-

continental ballistic missile) sites were deployed
in hardened underground silos across the nation’s
heartland by 1967. The Minuteman was an
inconspicuous, silent sentinel on the nation’s
landscape. 

For almost 30 years, Minuteman missiles
served as part of the nuclear triad of land-based
ICBM’s, submarine-launched missiles, and
manned bombers poised to deliver a nuclear war-
head to a Soviet target within a half hour. Then,
in 1991, with the passage of the Strategic Arms
Reduction Treaty (START), the Air Force began
deactivating the Minuteman force.

Jeane Wharton

Interpreting the Cold War
“When I was growing up [in Milbank], we would
always count the missile silos on the way to the
Black Hills.” 

Dr. Steven Bucklin, USD
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Among the deactivated sites were 15
launch control facilities and 150 missile silos of
the 44th Missile Wing at Ellsworth Air Force
Base in South Dakota. 

Missiles and the Badlands 
Soon after the deactivation began, the

National Park Service and the Air Force recog-
nized that Ellsworth’s Minuteman facilities might
be excellent candidates for long-term preserva-
tion. The Ellsworth sites were among the oldest,
and they are the least-altered from the original
configuration

I was fortunate to be included in a discus-
sion and short tour of two of the sites near
Badlands National Park in southwestern South
Dakota. As we viewed the crew areas, I noted
that much of the technology dated back to the
Cuban Missile Crisis era. It almost looked as
though the crew had gone to dinner and would
return shortly. 

Other participants included University of
South Dakota professors Dr. Steven Bucklin and
Dr. Robert Hilderbrand, who are interested in
conducting an oral history project; Badlands
National Park Superintendent William
Supernaugh; Badlands Chief of
Education/Cultural Resources Marianne Mills;
State Historic Preservation Office Staff
Archaeologist Bruce Penner; SHPO
Architectural Historian Steve Rogers and Tim
Pavek, Civilian Engineer for the U.S. Air Force
at Ellsworth Air Force Base.

The Minuteman story must be told, the
group agreed. It is an important story, and not
just of missile silos. It’s the story of the local
rancher who helped mine (during a fierce winter

blizzard) the 80-foot-deep holes that would
become the missile silos. It’s a story of the
landowner who told the deactivation crews they
wouldn’t have to blow up her missile site—she
wouldn’t tell anyone, since we might need it
again some day. The sites should be preserved for
all Americans as a reminder of this significant
period in our history.

Management Bill to be Re-Introduced
In 1998, legislation was introduced in the

U. S. Senate that would allow the National Park
Service, in conjunction with the U. S. Air Force
to acquire, preserve and interpret the Delta One
Launch Control Facility and Delta Nine Launch
Facility as a national historic site. The site would
commemorate the history and significance of the
Cold War, the Minuteman missile system, and
the Arms Race. 

Supporters for the legislation included
South Dakota Senators Tim Johnson and Tom
Daschle. Both made statements before the
Subcommittee on National Parks, Historic
Preservation, and Recreation Subcommittee of
the Senate Committee on Energy and Natural
Resources in July. Both senators stated that they
looked forward to working on an effort to “pre-
serve part of the Minuteman II missile system
and an important chapter of our nation’s his-
tory.”

The legislation passed the Senate on March
25, 1999, and was sent to the House on April
12, 1999, for further action.
_______________
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Like the crews
who painted
“nose art” on
military aircraft
during World
War II, the Cold
War’s missileers
often decorated
the blast doors
of underground
LCCs.

The operational
center of the
Minuteman mis-
sile system was
the underground
Launch Control
Center (LCC).
During their
round-the-clock
duty, the missile
crews monitored
missiles and
conducted tests
in the LCC.


